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Abstract  
The Old Belgrade Fairground, a great example of the Early Modernism in Belgrade, underlined the 
modernization and Europeanization of the capital city of the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. The Fairground's 
construction in 1937 on the bare terrain of today's New Belgrade was the first step of urbanisation of Belgrade 
on the left bank of the Sava river and was followed by the construction of the modern city after WWII. During 
the 80 years long history, the purpose of the Old Belgrade Fairground has been changed several times 
creating multilayered identity of the urban complex. The Modern exhibition space of the inter-war period was 
transformed into the infamous concentration camp during WWII. Structures that survived the bombings were 
re-used as a habitat for youth brigades that participated in the construction of New Belgrade, while its previous 
purposes were suppressed. During the rebuilding of the city in the post-war period, the Old Belgrade 
Fairground was ignored. As forgotten place of memory it was partly adapted by artists into ateliers and partly 
became shelter for poor people. Despite its multileveled historical, cultural and architectural significance, the 
Old Belgrade Fairground today is neglected. Although a pioneer of Modern Movement in Belgrade, and at 
the same time an important memorial place, it is today a ruined structure that is decaying. Its multiple histories 
and "too much identity" created absence of any planned activity in order not to make a wrong one. After its 
ability to absorb different functions and adapt to huge transformations, its resilience is being contested by 
disability to balance the complex history. The paper investigates on the transformations and presents a 
concept of "dissonant heritage" as an instrument for renewal of the Old Belgrade Fairground that needs to 
use all of its complexity in order to truly recover from the past. 
Keywords: Old Belgrade Fairground, Modern Structure, Multilayered Identity, Resilience, Dissonant Heritage. 
 
Introduction 
Etymologically, a term resilience is derived from Latin resiliens "act of rebounding" (1620s) and presents a 
principle of resilire "to rebound, recoil". From 1824 its meaning refers to "elasticity" [1]. Commonly, the term 
resilience is defined as a)"the capability of a strained body to recover its size and shape after deformation 
caused especially by compressive stress" and b)"an ability to recover from or adjust easily to misfortune or 
change" [2]. As the term was applied in numerous disciplines and fields of study in the recent years its 
meaning became malleable. Resilience has a conceptual openness that enabled it to be redefined in different 
contexts. In the field of architecture and urban sciences, the concept of resilience could be defined as the 
ability of a system to absorb, adapt to or recover from change returning its basic shape and structure. This 
paper investigates on architectural resilience, more precisely on the ability of a structure to adapt to different 
functions - functional resilience.  
The paper focuses on a modern structure that was initially designed as mono-functional, as an exhibition 
complex, however was used later in a variety of ways through "user's various interpretations" (unintended 
functions) that approved the adaptive capacity of the complex. "The quality of being adaptable" is one of the 
definitions of the term "elasticity", which is additionally synonym for resilience [3]. 
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The Old Belgrade Fairground: Formation of the modern structure 
The Old Belgrade Fairground is an urban complex on the left bank of the Sava River, hidden in greenery 
between the two bridges and New Belgrade. However, when the complex was built in 1937 it was the first 
structure on the bare terrain of today's New Belgrade. 
 
Figure 1: Maps of Belgrade, 1937 and 2017 (Illustration Anica Dragutinovic, according to the General Plan 
from 1939 and the current condition [4]). 
In the inter-war period, urbanisation of the huge empty area had multiple symbolic significance. After the 
Kingdom of Serbs, Croats and Slovenians was founded in 1919, the area symbolised no more a barrier, a 
"no man's land", but the unification and a new beginning. The area was meant to be a modern extension of 
at that time oriental Belgrade, and the construction of the fairground was supposed to represent the western 
tendencies of the young state and its capital.  
The complex, built according to the project of three architects Milivoje Tričković, Rajko Tatić and Đorđe Lukić, 
was a symbol of modernity: from composition to detail. Vukotić Lazar and Đokić [5] describe that "This spatial 
composition became a metaphor of an urban complex that was completely realized according to a plan. Every 
single detail was planned and designed by professionals, with no improvisations so often in previous period." 
The composition was organized functionally, with dominant constructivist tower, as a central motive, and 
pavilions distributed around it. The elements of traditional city (square, street, block) were implemented in 
the composition, that was at the same time "an example of the concept of urban avant-garde of 1920s" [6]. 
 
Figure 2: Model of the Belgrade Fairground presented on the First Salon of Architecture in Belgrade, 1938 
[11] and the appearance of the Fairground [6]. 
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In the first phase of the construction, it was realized 14 out of 36,33ha. As the fairground was on the marshy 
terrain, a lot of pre-construction works had to be done. 
 
Figure 3: The beginning of the building of the Belgrade Fairground, 1937 [12]. 
Until the First Fair, the Central Tower, five Yugoslavian Pavilions, Nikola Spasić Endowment's Pavilion, four 
foreign pavilions (Italian, Hungarian, Romanian and Czechoslovakian), and a small number of private 
pavilions were built. For the Second autumn Fair, additionally there were Pavilions of Germany, Turkey and 
around 20 private pavilions [6]. 
 
Figure 4: a) The 1. Yugoslav pavilion, b) The 2. Yugoslav pavilion, c) The 3. Yugoslav pavilion [13]             
d) The 4. and 5. Yugoslav pavilions [6] (left to right). 
The five Yugoslavian pavilions were designed by the group of the three architects (the authors of the main 
urban composition). The pavilions differed in size: the biggest was the 3. Pavilion (5.000m2), the 1. and 2. 
Pavilions (2.100m2), the 4. and 5. Pavilions (1.600m2). The primary elements of the construction were 
wooden ("bondruk") combined with bricks and concrete elements. Facades were plastered and colored white. 
The Central Tower, landmark of the Fairground, was designed by the architect Aleksandar Sekulić. The core 
of the tower was built in reinforced concrete, and the circular part of brick walls with concrete ceilings. The 
Spasić's Pavilion was designed by the same architect, also as a masonry structure (brick walls with reinforced 
concrete columns), plastered. The primary elements of construction of the Hungarian and Czechoslovakian 
pavilions were reinforced concrete frames with brick walls. All other pavilions were load bearing masonry 
(brick) structures. The roof construction of all pavilions was mainly wooden, and facades were always 
plastered [14]. 
 
Complex history of The Old Belgrade Fairground: Identification of the "user's interpretations" 
The First Belgrade Fair was organized in September 1937 with approximately 250.000 visitors and numerous 
exhibitors. In the next two years different types of events were held in the complex [7]. 
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Figure 5: The Belgrade Fair, 1938: a) A part of the Fairground [8], b) The First International Automobile Fair 
[7], c) Air Force Exhibition: parachute-jumping tower [8] (left to right). 
In September 1939, only two years after the first fair was held, WW II started, but fairs were organized in the 
next two years, dominated by Italian and German exhibitions. In the same time, not far away from the 
Fairground, a temporary camp for German emigrants from Bessarabia was built. They were temporary placed 
in barracks and tents and transported from here to Germany [9]. The war officially started in Yugoslavia with 
a German air strike on Belgrade in April 1941. The capital of Yugoslavia was largely damaged, but the 
Fairground wasn´t strongly affected. During the first six months of occupation, the pavilions remained empty 
and abandoned. After the split of Yugoslavia, the Sava River became the border once again, now between 
Serbia and the newly founded Independent State of Croatia (NDH). According to this, the left bank of the 
Sava River together with the Fairground was officially part of NDH, however under the command of the 
Gestapo. The whole site was transformed into the infamous concentration camp "Judenlager Semlin" (Jewish 
Camp in Zemun) in December 1941. The camp has a significant place in the European history of Holocaust 
as half of the Serbian Jews were killed or died in the camp. Few months later, in May 1942, after the "final 
solution" for Jews in Serbia, the camp changed the name into "Anhaltelager Semlin" (Zemun Concentration 
Camp) and the purpose: it became a camp for political prisoners, mainly from Serbia, but also other parts of 
Yugoslavia. Until May 1944 around 32.000 prisoners passed through "Anhaltelager Semlin", 10.600 of whom 
were killed or died. The camp was closed in July 1944 [10]. 
Post-war, liberated Belgrade, became a capital of once again unified Yugoslavia - newly founded Federal 
People's Republic of Yugoslavia, re-established by the Communist Party of Yugoslavia (led by Yugoslav 
Partisans - the largest anti-fascist resistance movement in occupied Europe and its leader Marshall Josip 
Broz Tito). Within the plans for rebuilding the devastated county, re-emerged the question of Belgrade’s 
"extra-territory" - the marshy land on the left bank of the Sava River. The area was conceived as a new centre 
of administration, culture and economy of Yugoslavia and symbolised a new beginning once again. The 
remains of the Fairground, as the only existing urban structure, went through huge transformation, as it was 
necessary for its new purpose: a habitat for youth work brigades. It became a basis for the youth brigades 
that voluntary participated in the construction of New Belgrade. The youth brigade actions were organized 
only until 1950, when the political and economic crisis in Yugoslavia (caused by its split with Soviet Union) 
stopped the construction works. The Old Fairground was abandoned once again.  
From 1951 a group of artists populated the remained structures and adapted them into ateliers. As it was not 
planned to reconstruct the Old Fairground, a new one was planned and constructed on another location. In 
the following years, while New Belgrade was largely constructed, the Old Fairground was left to decay for the 
next 70 years. Eventually, it was pronounced as a cultural good in 1987 and the Urban Plan for the memorial 
complex was made in 1992 [9]. However, the protection was only formal and a memorial complex was never 
built. Today, this is one of the most devastated city areas, completely isolated from the other parts of Belgrade 
[5]. It is populated by poor inhabitants and partly used in commercial purposes. 
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Figure 6: The Old Belgrade Fairground, 2017. (Photography Anica Dragutinovic). 
 
Levels of formal transformation of the modern structure 
The "user´s interpretations", previously described, were as a matter of fact huge transformations that indeed 
tested the adaptability of the structure. As it was already stated, resilience is the ability to absorb, adapt to, 
but also to recover from change. The modern structure absorbed and adapted to huge transformations, 
however its resilience is contested by disability to recover from changes returning its basic shape and 
structure.  
There were few levels of formal transformation that led from modern to the devastated structure. During the 
war years the Old Fairground's shape and structure were pretty much the same, despite the traumatic 
functional transformation. However, it was heavy damaged in 1944, when the Allied aircraft bombed occupied 
Belgrade. The Fairground was additionally damaged during The Belgrade Offensive in October 1944 [9]. 
 
Figure 7: The 1., 3. and 5. Yugoslav Pavilions, 1944 (left to right) [14]. 
Although strongly damaged, the pavilion structures remained. In the first post-war years the next "user's 
interpretation" completely changed the spatial composition of the Old Fairground. The youth brigades were 
supposed to "clean" the complex first and to re-use the remaining structures. Some of them were repaired 
(the Central Tower, Spasić's, Czechoslovakian, Italian, Hungarian, German, Turkish and Romanian 
pavilions), and some were demolished and recycled (all five Yugoslav pavilions and most of the private 
pavilions). The criteria was of course the state (shape), but might be also the size, "as the size of the biggest 
pavilions was dysfunctional for the new purpose". The new buildings constructed from the material of 
demolished pavilions were rows of barracks and warehouses [10]. The appearance of the complex was 
drastically different from the initial one from 1937. After this transformation from 1950, the urban pattern of 
the complex has not changed any more. It was only additionally degrading over the last seven decades, and 
is today a ruined structure that is literally disintegrating. 
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Figure 8: Transformation of the Old Fairground, 1937 and 2017 (Illustration Anica Dragutinovic, according 
to the initial spatial composition and the current condition [15]). 
 
Multiple identity, (un)necessary memory and a dissonant heritage 
In the last ten years the problem of the Old Belgrade Fairground became more visible, as more initiatives for 
its adequate re-use and different exhibitions were held. The complex 80 years long history and different 
"user's interpretations" created multiple identity of the complex. Built as a symbol of modernity, it became a 
place of execution. In the post-war years, within the construction of the socialist society as "post-historical, 
or rather, supra-historical project of construction of new, progressive modernity, opposite decadent and 
reactionary past", the history of the Old Fairground was suppressed, as it was part of the undesired past(s) 
for New Belgrade´s identity [9]. The new (anti-fascist and communist) government had great respect to the 
war victims no matter their nationality, but at the same time was reserved to anything related to ex-crown-
regime. "The new regime wanted to monopolize modernization of the country", and any previous efforts were 
minimized. Therefore they ignored the Master Plan from 1923 and the Fairground itself. Vukotić Lazar and 
Đokić [5] state that "Most of concentration camps all over the Europe were reconstructed exactly as they 
were during war, with intention to remember these terrible moments of mankind history", however, "this meant 
reconstruction of bourgeois complex, and maybe support to bourgeois habits of citizens." Therefore, the Old 
Fairground, despite its architectural, cultural and memorial significance, became the forgotten place of 
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(un)necessary memory. Although formally protected as a cultural good 30 years ago, nothing changed until 
today. Its multiple histories and "too much identity [5]" created absence of any planned activity. However, the 
multilayered identity of the Old Fairground could (should) become an instrument for the renewal of the 
complex. Incorporating contradictory layers of its complex history, both progressive and destructive, into a 
solution would produce a dissonance. 
The concept of "dissonant heritage" was introduced by Tunbridge and Ashworth [16]. They make a distinction 
between past, history and heritage, stressing that dissonance is inevitably created in the interpretative 
process of producing heritage from history (that is produced from past). The concept of dissonant heritage 
they present is related to different interpretations, articulations or understanding of the history through 
heritage. Furthermore, not-producing heritage, forgetting and ignoring past, is also a form of interpretation of 
history and creating a dissonance [16]. According to it, the Old Fairground is already a dissonant site, as the 
different "user's interpretations" created the dissonance. An attempt to create a cohesion and unity, instead 
to present diversity and plurality, would mean further contestation of the site. Instead, the dissonance needs 
to be articulated through the incorporation of the diversity of past(s) into a dissonant heritage. After having 
approved ability of the modern structure to absorb and adapt to change, the third phase of approving the 
resilience - "to recover from", would be eventually achieved.  
 
Conclusion 
The Old Fairground, a pioneer of the Inter-war Belgrade Modernism, went through huge transformations over 
the time. Adaptability of the urban complex was result of an unintentional polyvalence of the space, reflected 
through its potential to absorb unforeseen functions. Furthermore, this would connote the functional resilience 
of the modern structure, if the structure managed to recover from the changes. However, it is today one of 
the most devastated city areas, despite its historical, cultural and architectural significance. The 
transformations created multilayered identity of the space that is perceived as a problem for renewal of the 
complex. Converting it into an instrument for the renewal would be the first step forward after the long period 
of status quo. In order to finally recover from the past, it is indispensable to incorporate the contradictory and 
dissonant layers of its complex history into a continual urban space. 
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